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Abstract

This paper serves to investigate the relationship between the Dada art movement of the
early twentieth century and the progression of the women’s liberation movement through the life
and works of female Dada artists Sophie Taeuber-Arp and Beatrice Wood. My thesis combines
the emergence of modernism and Dada’s utilization of new industrial materials with the
reappropriation of material significance seen in Taeuber-Arp’s multi-media work. The first
section “Dada Overview” contextualizes both Dada and the post-Victorian evolution of the early
twentieth century. In “Beatrice Wood’s Expansion of the Subject” I show how Wood’s work
centered around the subconscious narrative of women and how Dada fostered this emerging
subject. “Sophie Taeuber-Arp’s Expansion of Medium” then shows how the materials that were
previously associated with women due to their historically domesticated usage were reconfigured
using modern design aesthetics. This expansion of medium is elaborated in “Expansion of
Medium: Fashion”, wherein I contextualize the history of fashion and pattern and their relation
to women’s creative expression. Then in “Gender as Performance”, the topic of women’s
expression is brought back to Dada with its origins in performance art and analyzing the idea of
gender itself. This paper contributes to the dialogue of Feminism studies, Art History studies,
and American History studies.
Introduction
Dada, the art movement that flourished in Europe in the early 20th century, was not like
other art movements. That is where its power stems. Its ability to shock and spark conversation
on the day's topics made it the perfect candidate to question the late Victorian ideals of moral
purity and classical femininity. This subversion is present in both the artwork created and the
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lives of artists participating in Dada especially by female artists in New York like Beatrice Wood
and in Europe like Sophie Taeuber-Arp. They liberated art from the wall and the pedestal by
using long forgone mediums to showcase their innovative styles. Dadaists incorporated the tools
of industrialization to underscore the rise of technology and new mass media culture, frequently
ingesting them as contemporary creative vernacular. New inventions such as electricity and
automobiles were propelling the advent of modernity in popular culture. Francis Picabia and
Marcel Duchamp utilized industrial forms to express the inner movement of the early twentieth
century, both visually and ideologically, towards modernism. Modern urban culture began
gradually to become a haven for the sexually liberated woman who could orchestrate her
movements through society and relationships. The structure of a woman's life no longer revolved
around marriage and the subsequent cult of domesticity.
Wood and Taeuber-Arp’s desire to reimagine the female image and reinterpret artistic
material lends itself to considering the two artists alongside each other. Using the Dada art
movement to forward their expansive ideas of art, they utilized beads, wood, thread, and even
consumer goods to legitimize more historical craft or domestic materials. They used materiality
as yet another means to express their progressive ideas. Taeuber-Arp drafted complex designs for
her tapestries and beadwork, which were classically seen as more domestic practices, revealing
how some female crafts were seen as “kitsch” products of culture.1 Taeuber-Arp and her husband
Hans Arp actively worked against the standardized ideas of fine art and bourgeois
institutionalized art practices like painting and sculpture. Wood’s work chose to respond to the

Sherwin Simmons, “Chaplin Smiles on the Wall: Berlin Dada and Wish-Images of Popular Culture,” New German
Critique, no. 84 (2001): p. 3, https://doi.org/10.2307/827796.
1
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rigidity of both the art institutions and culture through her more autobiographical and taboo
subject matter.
Dada Overview
One of the biggest strengths of Dada was its ability to dislodge societal assumptions in
our transition into the Modernism of the twentieth century. Dada makes us scoff at Victorian
sensibilities, contemplate our relation to objects, and reevaluate their purpose. In the age of
industrialization and our propulsion into World War I, the mixture of man and machine was
made more potent and resonant. Now men were being fed, led, and finally killed by machines.
Machinery’s power over us was becoming even more present. Agricultural machines were
signaling an end of an era of manual farming and a universal move towards factory work and
urbanization.
These industrial advancements combined with the mass draft of men into WWI
proliferated new lifestyles for the now economically empowered woman. It also caused a societal
stir. Women in the workforce: what could be more absurd than that? The women making their
way into the classically male-dominated spaces were what Dada historian Amelia Jones calls a
“sign of the ruptures in the social (and gender) fabric during this highly charged period- of the
uncontainable, violent, feminizing, debased and debasing effects of modernity”.2 As the fabric of
society was torn, Dada reappropriated it as fodder for their critiques of society through the lens
of absurdism.
The gender dynamics at play in the Dada art movement balanced between the
emasculation of its male artists and the performative masculinity at play in so much of their
work. From Picabia’s Spanish Night to Duchamp’s Broken Glass, the utilization of shocking
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Amelia Jones, in Irrational Modernism: A Neurasthenic History of New York Dada (Cambridge, MA: MIT, 2005),
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innuendo and subversive imagery was a coping mechanism for the atrocities playing out just
outside their periphery. This subversion added to underlying and sometimes overwhelming
anxieties which seemed to plague the movement and, in the case of Picabia, even manifested into
drug and sex addictions. Anything they could do to cope with and forget about the severity of the
war raging just outside their door, they would. Laughter and absurdity were the main products of
this dichotomy. Therefore, the women’s body became a visually extended metaphor for the
vulnerability of society and even the world.
The ingestion and reappropriation of mass media was the main way Dada perpetuated the
expansion and dissipation of art’s boundaries. As Dada proliferated from Zurich to the rest of
Europe and even into America into the 1920s, it always retained its quintessential air of
ambiguity and general indefinability. It sought to end Art as society knew it and, in turn, redefine
society's structures. This radical redefinition was seen in Marcel Duchamp’s first readymade The
Fountain where he submitted a signed porcelain urinal to the Independent Artist’s Exhibition in
1917 as a piece of artwork.3 Thus, the idea of the “readymade” was born. Through an extended
metaphorical representation, ready-mades reestablished objects within the context of the art
world.
From the invention of paper collage by Hannah Höch and other German Dadaists to the
incorporation of indigenous African masks into performances at Café Voltaire by Tzara and
Janco, Dada was rife with cultural influence. Dadaist Hugo Ball described the influence of the
masks as a liberation from the “paralyzing background of events”.4 Janco was also making
masks of artists like Tzara that mimicked the style seen in the masks he brought home with him
3

Jed Rasula, in Destruction Was My Beatrice: Dada and the Unmaking of the Twentieth Century (New York: Basic
Books, a member of the Perseus Books Group, 2015)
4
Jed Rasula, in Destruction Was My Beatrice: Dada and the Unmaking of the Twentieth Century (New York: Basic
Books, a member of the Perseus Books Group, 2015), p. 10.
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from Africa. The elongated face and pronounced features of Janco’s adaptations mirror that of
the African masks. The cultural influences to inspire Dada were from across the world, and this
was part of its global reach and expansion of artistic inspirations.
When WWI broke out, Dada reached the shores of New York City. Dada artists Marcel
Duchamp, Francis Picabia, Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, and Beatrice Wood moved to New
York to escape the draft or ravages of war in Europe. These artists found each other at the house
of the art collectors Louise and Walter Arensberg, where they “carried on fascinating and
knowledgeable discussions on every imaginable subject.”5 Many of the artists opposed the war
altogether, touting the principles of universalism over nationalism. In New York, these European
Dadaists were also exposed to the work of the Ashcan school of artists, which was a very popular
art movement at the time concerning the gritty real-life depictions of overrun urban spaces. The
social realism developed by the school was a re-evaluation of the ideals of subject and beauty in
painting. Ashcan artists John Sloan, Robert Henri, and
George Bellows choose dimly lit alleyways and
overcrowded plazas as their subjects, as seen in George
Bellows’ Cliff Dwellers. These were the
underrepresented lives of the majority of the recent
immigrants who had arrived in America in droves and
were often subject to poor living conditions.6
The two interlocking advancements towards
Modernism were the increasing rights of women and the Figure 1 Picabia, Francis. 1914-15. Girl Born without
a Mother. Ink on paper. The Met, New York.
5

Beatrice Wood and Lindsay Smith, in I Shock Myself: The Autobiography of Beatrice Wood (San Francisco, CA:
Chronicle, 2006), p. 44.
6
Rebecca Edwards, New Spirits: Americans in the "Gilded Age," 1865-1905 (New York: Oxford University Press,
2015).
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increased industrialization of society, which Picabia likened to the “female machine.” This birth
of machinery with no true origin outside of the human mind prompted the work Girl Born
Without a Mother, which alludes to the virgin birth of machinery. Industrialized machinery like
the tractor and new manufacturing technology like the assembly line made industry boom,
especially in America, creating a new dynamic between man and machine. People were no
longer using machinery exclusively as a tool, but as an extension of themselves removed and
operating independently. The line between man and machine was blurred as can be seen in
Picabia’s machine portraiture. The gears are softened to look like the curves of a woman's body.
The sweeping movements are expressed with gestural flourishes at the top of the sketch and are
shown curving into each other. Picabia uses the two as contradictory subjects as a joke referring
to machinery being a nonorganic entity as the title suggests.
The Ashcan School permeated into much of the New York City art world even directly
influencing Dada artists. Clara Tice, for example, studied under Robert Henri who fostered her
strong aesthetic and subject matter. Tice also showed alongside New York impressionist painter
Theresa Bernstein at McDowell in 1914, who was also a close friend of Dada artist Elsa von
Freytag-Loringhoven.7 Bernstein also did not withhold her political views in her paintings and in
1915 presented The Suffrage Meeting at the Winter Exhibition of the National Academy of
Design. The painting shows a woman giving a speech silhouetted against a soft yellow lamp with
anonymous features and an upturned head. Female artists in this period were uninhibited in both
subject and style, using exhibitions as open forums to discuss their lack of rights.
Bernstein was both friend and patron of Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, whom she would
often employ as her model. One of which, Lilies of the Field, also portrayed well adorned and

Gail Levin, “Forgotten Fame: Inscribing Theresa Bernstein Into History,” in Theresa Bernstein: A Century in Art
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2013), 25
7
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salacious streetwalkers. These two artists were both outspoken on the issue of female artists
being equal with men, and through different avenues, chose to voice the need for equal
representation. Bernstein chose the institutional art route, joining women’s arts and suffrage
groups, while Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven chose the work of the Avant-garde. 8
Bernstein’s Lilies of the Field as well as the nude portrait Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven
show Baroness Elsa in positions of control over the perception of her sexuality. From her nude
portraits to her modeled characters, she is uninhibited. Bernstein was also uninhibited in her
portrayal of all kinds of women, from suffragettes to streetwalkers, she articulated their lives
with stylized propriety. This reappropriation of visual language also extended itself to the work
made by and about women at the time. Women’s suffrage and sexual liberation were in the
public consciousness, so Dada incorporated them into artworks. Artists used mass media focused
on women’s physical autonomy and sexuality to visually problematize these issues. What also
made the work Dada was the facetious ways their work was rendered and presented.
Francis Picabia’s “female machine” was not only sexually allegorical but directly
connected to the inventions affecting women’s physical and even social mobility at the time. The
bicycle was the pinnacle of this shift. The introduction of the Safety Bicycle in 1885, with its
subsequent accessibility and ease of use, allowed more adventurous women to see this invention
as the “freedom machine.”9 This new trend had its effects not only socially but also fashionably.
Women engaged in the sport resorted less to “restrictive clothing.” According to historian Lena
Wånggren, “the bicycle and rational dress become emblems of emancipation”.10 In a

Gail Levin, “Forgotten Fame: Inscribing Theresa Bernstein Into History,” in Theresa Bernstein: A Century in Art
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2013), 32
9
Lena Wånggren, “Gender, Technology and the New Woman,” Edinburgh Critical Studies in Victorian Culture,
June 2017, pp. 62-100, https://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9781474416269.001.0001, 63.
10
Lena Wånggren, “Gender, Technology and the New Woman,” Edinburgh Critical Studies in Victorian Culture,
June 2017, pp. 62-100, https://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9781474416269.001.0001.
8
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metaphorical and direct sense, this new technology defined the “Modern Woman.” Her ties to
technology were economic.
This “Modern Woman” was first coined in literature and public consciousness at the end
of the 19 century. Its arrival in late the Victorian age of society in Europe was oppositional in
th

almost every way. These “Modern Women” were typists, writers, and generally educated women
with an inclination towards personal freedoms. Their presence in society was described in the
literature of the day like The Wheels of Chance by H. G. Wells and The Type-Writer Girl by
Grant Allen intensely associated women’s new liberties with these new inventions. The
typewriter created socially accepted “pink collar” jobs for women who could now enter the
workforce with little prior education. This operated in tandem with the safety bicycle to create an
ease of both physical and social mobility. “Making transport available to all, the bicycle opened
up possibilities for both a loosening of social restrictions and an increased geographic
mobility.”11 In the past, women would need a chaperone to go out in public; the bike allowed
them to leave their supervised households unaccompanied. These practices for women became
increasingly loosened as she could bike both for sport and work.
Thus, the typewriter and the bicycle became
visual representations of female emancipation, and the
feared “gender anarchy” of the early 20 century. These
th

two products were then synthesized into the work of
Marcel Duchamp as ready-mades. Between 1913 and
1923, his thirteen ready-mades would include The

Figure 2 Duchamp, Marcel. 1963. The Traveler's
Folding Item. Replica. Moderna Museet, Stockholm.

Lena Wånggren, “Gender, Technology and the New Woman,” Edinburgh Critical Studies in Victorian Culture,
June 2017, pp. 62-100, https://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9781474416269.001.0001.
11
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Traveler’s Folding Item (1916) and Bicycle Wheel (1913), both inherently transgressive pieces.
The Traveler’s Folding Item is a dustcover for a typewriter with the brand name “Underwood”
written over the front, making it inherently provocative. The
name has a literary connotation to the female pubic hair, and
with no typewriter underneath the jacket, its shape and form
become even more apparent. The typewriter cover, which
Dada historian Amelia Jones posits “doubles as a kind of
“skirt”’12 and is meant to cover the mechanical workings of
the typewriter with fabric, just as a skirt covers the
mechanical sexual workings of a woman. The cover doubles
also as a protector, just as long skirts had, of the legs and
modesty of women in the past Victorian-era likewise Bicycle
Wheel by Marcel Duchamp shows a wooden stool with a
bicycle wheel attached to the seat facing upward and able to
Figure 3 Duchamp, Marcel. 1951 (third
version, after lost original of 1913).
Bicycle Wheel. Metal wheel mounted on
painted wood stool. MoMA, New York.

spin. This sculpture exuded allusion in its insinuation of
movement. Its immobility was hypnotizing and subsequently

infantilized its machinery. The potential of the spinning wheel provoked viewers. Yet, the
inverted wheel serves no purpose, nor can it travel. Thus, it becomes absurdist.
As Jones states in “Irrational Modernism”, Duchamp’s ready-mades are often riddled
with underlying societal commentary and critique. Bicycle Wheel, much like The Traveler’s
Folding Item, is also a comment on a 19th-century invention and the proliferation of industrial

12

Amelia Jones, in Irrational Modernism: A Neurasthenic History of New York Dada (Cambridge, MA: MIT,
2005), p. 9, 137.
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materialism and its effects on society. The bicycle was a vessel of women’s newfound personal
freedoms of unrestricted travel and how it was literally turning the social hegemony on its head:
just like the inverted wheel itself.
Beatrice Wood’s Expansion of the Subject
Beatrice Wood exemplified this female Dada
oppositional front. Raised in San Francisco and New York
by two Late-Victorian socialites, a restrictive childhood fed
her rebellious streak. Beatrice wood first fought against her
parents and conservative upbringing, and then society itself,
for Wood was not the “perfect specimen of upper-middleclass femininity,”13 that her mother wanted her to be. She
wanted to get away from this society and pursue acting
instead. Her parents allowed her to study a respectable
creative outlet, painting, at the Académie Julian in Paris.
When World War I started, Wood returned to New York
City, where she pursued acting with the French Repertory
Figure 4 Wood, Beatrice. 1916. R: cover. L:
Interior, p. 3 featuring Mariage D’une Amie
aka Marriage of a Friend. Rogue Magazine.
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian
Institution, New York.

Company. Marcel Duchamp introduced Wood to the
Arensberg circle of New York Dada artists and writers.14
The Manage D'une Amie (Marriage of a Friend) was

drawn by Beatrice Wood when she first met Marcel Duchamp. She had said of his painting Nude

The MIT Press, “Women in Dada,” The MIT Press (The MIT Press), accessed April 17, 2022,
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/women-dada, 108.
14
Beatrice Wood and Lindsay Smith, in I Shock Myself: The Autobiography of Beatrice Wood (San Francisco, CA:
Chronicle, 2006), p. 44.
13
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Descending a Staircase, No. 2 that “Anyone can do such scrawls,” to which Duchamp
challenged her to make an abstract artwork of her own. She returned with this piece.15 In The
Manage D'une Amie (Marriage of a Friend), two abstract figures are shown strangled between
two light posts. They are interlocked by forces outside of their control, signifying the wrought
envelopment of a forced relationship, or in this case marriage. This was not far from Wood’s
mind, as a close friend was getting married, which brought into stark relief what direction Wood
was expected to go as a young woman. With the jagged iron pulling the two figures together, the
sketch shows how basic symbolic figures could be narrated with a sense of nuance. The sketch is
more than a political cartoon bemusing the plight of women ensnared in the trap of marriage; it is
an illustration of social constraints and larger powers holding together the disintegrating
structures of society.
For Wood, Dada, with its penchant for societal cynicism, was a befitting host to voice
her concerns and aversions to the patriarchal society she and her compatriots were born into. She
could comment on issues like marriage and women’s classically stifled roles in society by
creating actual conversations with her peers and the public using artistic discourse. This piece
was not merely hung in a private salon or exhibition, it was circulated to many through its
publication in The Blind Man magazine, which was the short-lived periodical run by Marcel
Duchamp, Henri-Pierre Roché, and Wood herself. Its first edition in 1917 addressed the
Association of Independent Artists’ decision to omit Duchamp’s Fountain from their show.
Beatrice herself made the very Dada argument that “The only works of art America has given are
her plumbing and her bridges,”16 defending Duchamp’s readymade as an actively chosen

15

Beatrice Wood and Lindsay Smith, in I Shock Myself: The Autobiography of Beatrice Wood (San Francisco, CA:
Chronicle, 2006), p. 41.
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Roché Henri Pierre et al., 3 New York Dadas + the Blind Man (London: Atlas Press, 2013). 5.
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meaningful material. An archeological piece of the present and an example of the prevailing
industrial modernism that was changing every facet of society.
Wood’s artistic debut happened at The First Exhibition of
the Society of Independent Artists in 1917. Wood’s work, Un peut
(peu) d'eau dans du Savon (A Little Water in Some Soap),
received backlash from some visitors due to its provocative title.
The ‘little water’ refers to the moisture of a vagina covered with a
bar of soap. The outcry made by some visitors was misguided in
its interpretation of the nude. Un peut (peu) d'eau dans du savon
Figure 5 Wood, Beatrice. 1917
(recreated 1976). Un peut (peu) d'eau
dans du savon (A Little Water in Some
Soap). Drawing. Whitney Museum of
American Art, New York.

refers to the nudes of Venus. As far back as the Venus of
Willendorf, or the Venus de Milo, the demobilized female figure
consisted of only sex organs and a lack of limbs.17 By removing

the head and arms Wood depersonalized the form showing how visually intertwined femininity
is to physical immobility. The body then becomes more abstracted into a shape similar to that of
a vase or piece of ceramic ware. This material shape, combined with the use of real household
soap, highlights the societal objectification of women’s bodies. The bar of soap over the vagina
also shows how inextricably linked women’s sex and sexual reproduction were to their economic
worth. The female figure covered by the soup fades into the soft blue water below. Wood shows
the passive female body superimposed over the ocean tied to the moon’s cycles and the
overwhelming power of nature. The shell also references The Birth of Venus by Botticelli and

The MIT Press, “Women in Dada,” The MIT Press (The MIT Press), accessed April 17, 2022,
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/women-dada, 111.
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countless other portraits of Venus further highlighting the long history of male artists’ control
over the female image.
Painting such traditionally personal female issues with
such flippancy was a staple for Wood as her work contained
sexual scenes and female nudes. In Wood’s Self-portrait, a
semi-nude Wood walks away from her lover who is still in
bed. This stark scene is painted in a tender light; with whisps
of yellow highlighting the bare skin mimicking the soft touch
of morning sun. The sleeping figure in the background is so
abstracted that the lover resembles a colorful amalgamation of
Figure 6 Wood, Beatrice. 1917. Self
Portrait. Watercolor and pencil on paper.
National Portrait Gallery, Washington,
DC.

emotion rather than a body. Such a sexually, and politically,
charged image is assuaged with pastel and subtle line work,

leading to insinuation rather than expectation.
Untitled (Lovers Embracing) by Wood is an early
instance of her portrayal of sex in her art. The lovers are
shown embracing and dissipating into one another as one’s
hand melts into the other’s back with an unfinished hand, a
hallmark of Wood’s painting. This abstraction of form is
exemplified in Wood’s Avec Michael, wherein a lover’s
embrace is abstracted until it resembles a mountain landscape.
The shaded forms show a woman’s torso from behind,
delimbed, and tilted horizontally to highlight the horizon line

Figure 7 Wood, Beatrice. 1917. Untitled
(Lovers Embracing). Pencil, watercolor, and
colored pencil on paper. Smithsonian
American Art Museum, New York.
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Figure 8 Wood, Beatrice. 1928. Avec Michael. Watercolor and pencil on paper. Yale University Art Gallery, New
Haven.

of the female waist. The kneecaps are raised and layered, resembling a mountain peak while the
woman’s waist and buttocks flow downward diagonally, like a river running through a valley.
Corporeal form and nature are thus conflated, emphasizing how sex is natural and, at the same
time, destigmatizing it.
Due to Wood's proximity to Duchamp, these psychoanalytic ideas make appearances
throughout much of her work. Duchamp shared a studio with Wood, and would often flip
through her work and give informal critique offering Wood a quick with a short “good” or “bad”.
Wood said that he preferred “the ones that were free expressions of the unconscious.”18
Art historian Paul B Franklin examined Wood’s early work in relation to her mother
using Freudian analysis in his essay “Beatrice Wood and her Dada… And Her Mama.” Wood’s

18
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reactionary and at times fraught relationship with her more conservative mother was used as an
explanation for the nature of her work.19 The analysis is an apt contextualization of Wood’s
unconscious inspirations because before European Dada emigrated to the U.S., Freud’s work was
translated into English and began circulating in America. In the United States, Freud’s
psychoanalytic work pertaining to early child development was used to back environmentalistcentered social reform.20 Pansexuality, or recognition of female sexuality, was also popular in
American culture and his findings “were caught up in preexisting and developing hopes and fears
about what was happening to the structure of society”.21 The analysis of both personal
unconscious repressions and environmental forces on personal development was highly ingested
by both psychologists and reformers in Western culture. His work heralded a textual and
intellectual framework in which to analyze these archaic social
structures that Dada attempted to transgress.
With the influence of psychoanalysis in mind,
interpreting Wood’s watercolor and ink painting Journee
(Day), one finds many a subconscious manifestation. In the
painting we see three female figures with French text swirling
around their simplified forms shrouded in a veil of pastel. The
Figure 9 Wood, Beatrice. 1917.
Journee. Watercolor and pencil on
paper.

text translates to phrases like “her heart is wounded by her great
love” around the stabbed figure and “the child who sleeps

inside her” around the simplified fetus, which hovers softly beside the pregnant woman holding a

The MIT Press, “Women in Dada,” The MIT Press (The MIT Press), accessed April 17, 2022,
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/women-dada.
20
“John Burnham, Editor. after Freud Left: A Century of Psychoanalysis in America,” The American Historical
Review 117, no. 4 (2012): pp. 1344-1344, https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/117.4.1344b. 604.
21
“John Burnham, Editor. after Freud Left: A Century of Psychoanalysis in America,” The American Historical
Review 117, no. 4 (2012): pp. 1344-1344, https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/117.4.1344b. 604.
19

Webster 16

banana, a phallic symbol. The light and detached vignettes are made of up of deceptively simple
outlines of form and shape, but the smooth prowess of the line, especially in the nude figure to
the upper left, exudes a post-impressionist anatomical rendering. The curve of the chin and
sweep of the arm harbor the figurative simplicity of the Parisian painter Henri de ToulouseLautrec, whose posters she may have seen during her formative years studying acting in Paris.
Wood carried this idea of personal inflection into her work from her informative and
illustrated diaries to her veiled autobiographical drawings of her alongside her artistic peers.
Journee (Day) is one such illustration. Four women are depicted with overlaid French text in a
stylized dreamlike haze, portraying the emotional arch of a woman being left by her lover while
her child sleeps. Journee (Day) speaks to Wood’s exposure to and contextualized ethos of the
subconscious and its influence on the work of artists. After Freud’s seminal text, The
Interpretation of Dreams (1899), gained traction in these circles, subconscious imagery gained
popularity in modern movements like Surrealism, Cubism, and Dada. Historian Seymour
Howard likened Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase to the ‘“Freudian” constants and
transformations – autoerotic, incestuous, coital, and hallucinatory”22 of the psyche, which was a
constant throughout much of Duchamp’s work, especially his readymades. The presentation of
material objects through the personalized lens formed a psychoanalytic quality. Nude
Descending a Staircase and Picabia’s Fille Née sans Mère act as sexually charged
externalizations of the social psyche through the lens of Freudian sexual repression.
The melancholy tale of a broken heart flows around the young female figures and echoes
Wood’s separation from Dada writer Henri-Pierre Roche. This is intermingled with the anxieties

22
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of pregnancy while having unprotected sex while unmarried.23 Pre-marital sex was a practice
popular in the bohemian circles Dada was found in but not uncommon in the 20th century during
the era of the New Woman. New anxieties surrounding pregnancy rose as public opinion
surrounding birth control was, and still is, a highly politicized issue.24
Female Dada artists able to seize themselves as subjects also seized their own bodies and
were often criticized for their inappropriate display of the female nude. This was criticism that
their male contemporaries and predecessors did not receive after painting female nudes and
showing them for much of art history. Wood received backlash for her piece Un peut (peu) d'eau
dans du Savon (A Little Water in Some Soap) during the Independent Artists Exhibition as did
other female Dada artists like Clara Tice for her work. Conservative societal critics who were
opposed to the work deemed it pornographic, while some merely said “she does not know where
to "draw the line,”’25 and others tried to stop her work from even being shown. Notorious Vice
Squad leader Anthony Comstock notoriously had twenty of her drawings removed from Polly’s
diner because of their supposed indecency, which made her all the more popular in the bohemian
Dada circles.26
Comstock and his New York Society for the Suppression of Vice was the encapsulation
of what female Dada artists were in direct opposition to as New Women. This was just one
example of his suppression of women’s sexual liberation. He is best known for his fight against

The MIT Press, “Women in Dada,” The MIT Press (The MIT Press), accessed April 17, 2022,
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birth control rights activist Margaret Sanger. He attempted, through legislation and regulation, to
ban birth control literature as he deemed it obscene.27 Birth control pamphlets and any form of
lewd media, including the nudes shown at Dada exhibitions, were at odds with his conservative
ideals. This fight over birth control and artistic expression encapsulated society’s struggle to
evolve and adapt to more liberal progressive views. Anxieties surrounding the decreasing birth
rate in America added to this public fear of women being more socio-economically independent
and deemed these freedoms to be unnatural and sacrilegious.
The New York Dada art movement
allowed for the boundaries of common decency
and morality to be pushed so that they could be
called into question, with subject matter often
being the means to that end. Tice’s illustrations
harbored both a modern style and sensibility.
Her early illustrations from 1915 like Arabian
Night’s Dancers harbor this powerful
simplified linework that emboldens the nude
and semi-nude figures she depicts. The

Figure 10 Tice, Clara. 1925. Nude with Butterfly. Oil on
canvas. Francis M. Naumann Fine Art.

expressive figures are emboldened and almost formless vessels of energy. Her reclined portraits
like Nude with Butterfly (1925) highlight her phantasmal world portrayed in her work, with
human-sized white flowers surrounding the nude woman surrounded by a light pink backdrop.
The painting exudes an unequivocal feminine psyche, the white flowers falling about the
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sleeping woman representing virginal purity and a serene confluence with nature. The woman, in
her nude form, is yet again aligned with the quickly disintegrating and far-removed natural
world. A virginal purity was often compared to pre-industrial mother nature. These stylistic and
thematic nuances are lost to the conservatives who removed and belittled Wood and Tice’s work.
Sophie Taeuber-Arp’s Expansion of Medium
Wood’s reimagining of the female image and her reinterpretion of artistic material were
goals shared with female Dada artists like Taeuber-Arp. Using the Dada art movement to
forward their expansive ideas of art they utilized beads, wood, consumer goods, and thread to
legitimize more historically craft or folk-art materials. They both used materiality as yet another
means to express their progressive ideas. Taeuber-Arp drafted complex designs for her tapestries
and beadwork, which were seen as more domestic practices and consumer goods. Her work
shows how some historically female crafts were seen as “kitsch” products of culture.28 Sophie
and Hans Arp actively worked against the standardized ideas of fine art and bourgeois
institutionalized materials like painting and classical sculpture.
Taeuber-Arp, raised in the embroidery capital of St. Gallen, Switzerland, where
embroidered fabrics were known as “white gold”29, immersed herself in the traditions of “satinstitch weaving and the fine embroidery.”30 Her mother taught her the skills of knitting and
embroidery in the European textile hub. Her environment inspired her to extend needlework and
its capacity as an artistic medium.
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Taeuber-Arp studied at St. Gallen’s School of Applied Arts for four years before moving
to the Wilhelm von Debschitz workshop in Munich. At school, she titled herself a “decorative
artist”,31 feeling disdain for overly intellectual and institutional artists. Her work never
compromised material expression. In 1916, she successfully exhibited her textiles with many of
them selling. Early success led to a teaching job as a textile professor at the School of Applied
Arts.
However, textiles were not her sole focus. She was well versed in woodwork, painting,
and drawing and had an incredible eye for geometric styles and patternmaking. Material practice
did not bind her. She flowed between mediums as she and her artistic husband and fellow
Dadaist Hans Arp worked together. With “sewing kit and thimble”, Taeuber-Arp curiously
transferred effects from one medium to another.32 She performed Avant-Garde experimentation
and built geometric forms, thinking around and outside the constructs of artistic medium, and
operating within her own aesthetic framework.
Confiscating the hierarchy of material significance in visual language allowed TaeuberArp to craft not only a new language of color, but the idea of medium in its relation to artistic
significance. To further this reestablishment of medium, she and Hans Arp took from the popular
tenets of the British Arts-and-Crafts Movement, which had influenced her art education under
Wilhelm von Debschitz in Germany. The movement’s response to increasing industrialization
through elevated handiwork contextualized her use of handiwork in design as an inherently
political choice, rather than one of necessity. This elevation of the handmade material was also a
juxtaposition to the Dada ready-mades that her peers made in response to this industrialization,
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highlighting the importance of divergence over material cohesion within the Dada art movement.
The manipulation of craft materials like thread, turned wood, and glass all reiterated the Dada
principle of “art is life”, especially the artistic qualities of women’s decorative objects.
In Taeuber-Arp’s Embroidery 1918, encasing a small patch of embroidered wool is a
thick gilded frame. This encasement of embroidered design with such a large swath of gold
serves both to compliment the colors of the thread as well as to aggrandize the contents laid
therein. The small, embroidered piece is surrounded by such a large frame it appears to be
protected by the precious metal and its connotation
of prestige. This protection also acts as a doubleedged sword because, when viewed from afar, the
gold overtakes the eye and makes the work almost
invisible, especially when seen under harsh museum
lighting. The small grouping of warm shapes in the
embroidery was displayed alongside her other early
embroidery pieces in the recent MoMA show,
following the work chronologically and pairing the
piece alongside her lacework and larger tapestries.
Figure 11 Taeuber-Arp, Sophie. 1918. Embroidery.
Photograph: Daniel Salemi Private collection.

The room swarmed with her gridded and balanced

designs full of bright reds and warm neutrals, where Embroidery 1918 shined through with its
quiet displaced effect. The gold calls attention to its rather small size.
This visibility issue comments then both on the elevation of work and on its lack of
visibility in institutions and elevated academic analysis. This pun humorously alludes to
Taeuber-Arp’s anti fine art and painting sentiment. The gold also alludes to the anti-bourgeoisie
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sentiment of much of Dada’s work as it overpowers the piece from afar, inserting its importance
over the work itself, like the art market’s tendency to commercialize and pacify art for a mass
audience and rich collectors.
The composition of shape in Embroidery, 1918 is abstracted to the point of graphic
design, similar to the compositions of Aubette Composition 1926, wherein the staggered squares
throttle the line between pattern and figurative representation. The touch of grey squares
alongside red on the lefthand
side can vaguely mark the figure
of an animal or person, so
loosely related are the shapes
they almost appear etched into
existence long ago. The two
colors also resemble a stripe
pattern as an excellent example
Figure 12 Taeuber-Arp, Sophie. 1928. “Aubette” Composition.
Embroidery.

of her training under Debschitz,
who was a large proponent of

Gestaltung (design) and its fluid nature. Boundaries between medium were not recognized in this
school of design, only form and balance.
This lack of boundaries between art, craft, and applied arts was a trend throughout much
of the turn of the 20 century as the bounds of gender, science, and even nations were being
th

tested. Taeuber-Arp’s work maintains these societal explorations while using historically
significant means like weaving and woodturning, not leaving these practices in the past. The
history tied to weaving especially is one of domestic sentimentality and feminine ornamentation.
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She instead carried the female traditions into the art world and the spaces that earlier on women
were not allowed to enter, while using the momentum of modern art and design to propel applied
art into the realm of modernity.
One of Taeuber-Arp’s earliest Dada pieces is Dada Head (1920), a smooth wooden
ovular head with a refined triangular nose and neck attaching it to a round stand, resembling a
hat stand. The handmade sculpture employed the technique of woodturning to achieve the
smooth teardrop shape of the head and offers
insight into her skills with applied arts even
early in her career. The sweeping color-blocked
painting on the head mirrors this sleek and
modern design, with notable inspiration from
Figure 13 Taeuber-Arp, Sophie. 1919. Dada Head. Paint
on wood. Stiftung Arp e.V., Berlin.

Cubism, with the streamlined geometric
features playing with the viewer’s sense of

perspective and form. What elevates the piece beyond Cubism is Taeuber-Arp’s ingenious use of
color to enunciate the angular proportions of the face. The eyelid on the right half of the face is
colored with a bright shade of red, which holds a sharp yet wavering contrast with the peach tone
below it, creating an ocular reaction and receding the red behind the peach. This gives the effect
of a slightly recessed eyelid using the power of color theory. The red also acts as a mid-tone of
the face and appears again on the lower left side of the chin, creating a diagonal sweep of the
jawline and around the forehead, creating a compositional balance between the colors. This use
of flat color blocking was a hallmark of 20th-century modernism and the use of such forms on a
wooden sculpture allowed Taeuber-Arp to reference craft’s importance in the history of design
and modernism.
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Self Portrait with Dada Head shown on the left side in Figure 13 shows Taeuber-Arp
partially obscured behind the Dada head of her own creation. This playful portrait was sent to
fellow Dada artist Tristan Tzara to be published alongside 50 other Dada artists in his publication
Dadaglobe.33 The year “1920” and the word “Dada” can be read on the top of the head as a
direct reference to the movement and as a form of collage seen in Dada pieces like Picabia’s
Tableau Rastadada and Hannah Höch’s Cut with the Kitchen Knife Dada Through the Last
Weimar Beer Belly Cultural Epoch of Germany. The incorporation of collage aspects in Dada
Head is a nod to the intertextual combinations of Dada visual and literary art in its early stages in
Zurich, as well as its subversive tendencies of multi-media amalgamations.
This conflation of art and kitsch culture also highlighted the “artist's fear of feminized
popular culture,”34 in an increasingly commodified world where industrialism manufactured
more material culture. The production of cultural images was also industrialized due to the
invention of cinema and new celebrities like Charlie Chaplin, who Berlin Dadaists heralded as
the new Beethoven. This democratization of popular images through cinema was absorbed into
Dada with fervor as they sought inspiration outside the bourgeois narrative images. Cinema
before WWI was mostly attended by the lower class and enjoyed by many illiterate and nonEnglish speakers, this sculpting a “trivial art” connotation.35 Dada artists like Man Ray and Hans
Richter used film as an avant-garde medium, elevating it from its kitsch association. These artists
were able to artistically merit the medium of film establishing Dada’s inclination to both popular
media and unconventional medium.
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Taeuber-Arp’s early work also involved an abundance of beadwork and embroidery,
combining ancient needlework practices with modern designs. Geometric forms are present
throughout most of her work in varying iterations. In her beaded bag Geometric Forms and
Letters (beaded bag), she straddles the line between indigenous and minimalistic design with her
simple shapes and highly contrasting colors. The
portrait of the pink figure on the upper right side is
a highly simplified yet impactful abstract figure,
which is frequently seen in her work. This
reappropriation of print media was yet another
way Dadaists were able to comment on societal
and political events, often using cut and pasted
words and lettering from newspapers and other
widely distributed periodicals. This was also a
unifying medium because of its ease of access for
Figure 14 Taeuber-Arp, Sophie. 1920. Geometric
Forms and Letters (beaded bag). Glass beads, thread,
cord, and fabric. Stiftung Arp e.V., Berlin.

artists and ease of understanding for viewers. The
visual language was full of popular figures and

words that people of all classes and levels of education could understand, similar to the Dada
inclination towards cinema.
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In Oval Composition with Abstract Motifs, a
similarly rounded and simplified yellow figure appears as a
rudimentary profile. These refined figures are so basic they
become ungendered cartoons operating in a removed world
of simple shapes. Her flat blocks of color divide the piece
into grids and subtly situate her figure in frames of
compositional warm hues. This strategy creates the
insinuation of a scene with a figure and the rays of sun
overhead, then mixed with geometric shapes and patterns.
Her geometric designs follow Dada’s use of indigenous

Figure 15 Taeuber-Arp, Sophie. 1920.
Oval Composition with Abstract Motifs.
Tapestry, wool, knotted. Arp Museum
Bahnhof Rolandseck, Remagen.

design to hyphenate emotional expression.
Sophie performed while wearing Janco masks at Café Voltaire alongside founders Hugo
Ball and Tristan Tzara. The striking masks revealed the emotional reality of WWI. Through song
and dance, the masks broke down the European hierarchy of class and race by connecting the
African tribe to the current war. As Hugo Ball stated, the masks made “the paralyzing
background of events… visible”.36
Expansion of Medium: Fashion
While many male Dada artists presented ideas in an artistic context, female Dada artists
brought these theoretical tenants to life. They epitomized the stereotype of the Modern Woman
who was liberated both sexually and intellectually from the constraints of Victorian, often
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patriarchal, societal structures. They created performance art and wearable art pieces comparable
to the ready-mades of their male counterparts and even more restrictive boundaries to cross.
Cabaret Voltaire’s artistic collaborations with Sonia Delaunay and Elsa Hildegard
Baroness von Freytag-Loringhoven shared Sophie Taeuber-Arp’s penchant for costume design.
These female Dada artists used new fabrics, silhouettes, patterns, and unconventional objects to
fuse together art and wearable design. Delaunay utilized bold geometric designs similar to
Taeuber-Arp’s colorful shapes which created patterning.37 According to fashion historian Anne
Hollander, “the rise of abstract art and decorative design permitted the citizens of Western
Europe to accustom their eyes to visions of themselves as shapes.”38 With tunics and smocks,
Delaunay created formless cuts that highlighted the shapes in the patterning rather than the
wearer's shape. Similarly, Taeuber-Arp used large masks and cardboard shapes to abstract her
identity for performance. The female artists used clothing to highlight the performance of gender
in fashion and how silhouette can be used for more than just gendering the wearer.
One avenue of expression historically available to women and thus used to subvert
engendered ideas of classical femininity was fashion. The use of fashion as a performative art
was not only a classically feminine art form but also one tied to class as only upper-class women
were able to afford the prevailing trends of the time. Its nature of public appearance on the streets
creates an art performance aspect to the clothes one chose to wear; as Taeuber-Arp recounted,
“clothing has a far greater influence than is generally assumed”.39 With its relegation to a
feminine preoccupation, it was the perfect language of performative expression for Dadaists.
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Under Dada, fashion was used to liberate women from the mold of muse exclusively; they used
their bodies and creativity to make art that could not be sold necessarily as “Fine Art” either. As
a kind of art that is of a moment and usually ephemeral, clothing and accessory is much more
akin to performance and therefore circumvents the relationship between capitalism and art.
Baroness Elsa’s performance costumes were the divine expression of this experiencedriven relationship wherein she used a variety of material and oftentimes objects of domesticity
like spoons, tomato soup cans, and tea balls. Her “art to wear” or “corporeal art”40 was little
recorded outside of other artists recounting them, and they then become less of a tangible art
piece and more of a performance. The unusual costumes are then abstract compositions
themselves. The Baroness used the cut of a silhouette abstracted from a woman’s body and its
curves, with the accessories being the fixtures of meaning for one to read into and interpret her
direct meaning. Outfits of collaged and even found assemblage pieces from off the street would
all make their way into her constructions: “white spats with a band of decorative furniture...teaballs from which the nickel had worn away...black velvet tam o' shanter with a feather and
several...long ice-cream soda spoons”.41 The outfits were not only quintessentially full of the
Dada “spirit”, but they were also using the language of fashion and its use as a form of gendered
expression to comment on society itself. With the incorporation of tools of the domestic like
utensils as well, she is commenting on the state of women relegated to the Dome of Domesticity
during a time when society was seeing women become incorporated into Pink Collar work.
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These tools of the oppressed show how creativity is not gendered or even classist but rather born
of spirit and ingenuity.
The use of crossdressing is very
prevalent in Dada as the movement sought to use
transgressive gender expression as both
performance and subject. Marcel Duchamp had
an alter-ego called Rrose Selavy, a drag
character frequently photographed by Man Ray
wearing a brimmed feather hat and sumptuous
furs. The persona was used to brand Duchamp’s
readymade “Belle Haleine, Eau de Voilette,”
which contains a photo of Rrose Selavy on the
bottle. The photo positions Duchamp as a New
Figure 16 Ray, Man. 1921. Belle Haleine, Eau de Voilette
(Beautiful Breath, Veil Water). Gelatin silver print.
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia.

Woman, or as Dada historian Amelia Jones says,
the “feminization of subjectivity,” where the

newly heightened consumer culture feminized the idea of individual subjectivity.42 This idea
further gendered the economic and aesthetic freedoms experienced in modern society, using the
Freudian idea of the erotic relationship between artistic subjects and objects.43
The beaded coin purses made by Taeuber-Arp and general cross-dressing by both
Baroness Von Elsa and Duchamp serve to undermine engendered society by displaying
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clothing’s cultural relativity. Taeuber-Arp’s Beaded Bag
(1918) with its bold color and teardrop shape cinched with
string resembles the traditional Scottish sporran worn atop a
man’s kilt. The choice to bead such an item comes with its
own charged meaning. Historically, ladies of high status wore
small bags and pouches to supplant the archaic form of
pockets they wore under their skirts. With shifting styles and
silhouettes, the pockets had to be removed, or else they would
show.44
In using such a charged accessory, Taeuber-Arp

Figure 17 17th and 18th Century.
Antique Jacobite Style Sporrans as
shown in the classic book on Scottish
Weapons by James Drummond RSA.

referenced the historical context of purses as a women’s
accessory after the popularity of men’s tailored pockets in western wear and the desertion of
women’s pockets due to prevailing fashion trends. Slimmer silhouettes where pockets would
“disrupt the line of the body”45 were in vogue all throughout the early 20th century, so small
bags were needed in lieu of skirt pockets seen in previous trends. This cyclical nature of
prevailing trends and silhouettes created an uneasy reliance on pockets for women with skirt
shapes constantly in flux, as opposed to men’s pockets which stayed constant throughout the
19th and 20th centuries. The connection between physical and economic autonomy is very
contingent on pockets and pouches as well. As the Victorian age progressed, women were
increasingly in charge of familial and personal finances, so having a place to carry coinage was
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ever more important. The choice of the coin pouch for Beaded Bag (1918) was in itself a
statement on the New Woman and the fiscal responsibilities that followed being an independent
working woman.
The Tam O’Shanter and white spats worn by Baroness von Elsa in some of her elaborate
costumes are also part of the Scottish cultural dress, as shown in Figure 18 alongside a poem by
Scottish poet Robert Burns. The Tam O’Shanter is a wool hat worn askew and is classically
worn with a kilt. The prevalence of kilts, the knee-length tartan patterned wool skirts worn by
men, never faltered as the country was forced to assimilate to English culture. Baroness Von
Elsa’s cross-dressing costume including a Tam O’Shanter was referencing a culture-wide
ungendered practice of skirt-wearing. This performance practice shows how cultural history
shapes the gendering of clothing and objects.
This reference to Scotland was relevant because of the
growing international instability due to WWI. Scotland had
historically been ruled by Britain since the 15th century, but never
wholly prescribed to English culture and national identity. This
Scottish identity was soon translated to the “otherness” of female
identity in gendered society in relation to the male-dominated public
Figure 18 1932. Copy of Advert
for Tam o'Shanter Pipe Tobacco.
Reproduced from the Burns
Chronicle.

sphere. Leith Davis uses the voice of Scottish poet Robert Burns to
show how gender is used to articulate this “otherness,” regarding
Great Britain as a "holistic cultural entity”.46 And women are, as

Simone Beauvoir describes, “the object, the Other - and the Other nevertheless remains subject”
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until one seeks, “self-fulfillment in transcendence”.47 In this positioning of material symbology
towards that of the “othered” state, European Dadaist Baroness Von Elsa was able to describe the
colonized and fetishized experience of the female. This sovereignty as articulated through
gender, therefore, extends to the fluid and tumultuous identity of Europe during this time of war.
Invasion and subsequent assimilation were global examples of the gendered experience and thus
enunciated it.
Other movements in the fashion of the 1920s also included the famous shortening of the
skirt hem length which allowed for more leg to be shown, sometimes up to even the knee. The
shortening combined with the slimming of the dress enabled society to see more of not only
women’s legs but their movement as well. This movement of the body had been hidden in the
past with long and layered skirts which added to women’s graceful countenance as they seemed
to float above the ground. This ability to see women’s movement aligned with both the
increasing popularity of sports and of manual labor for women. The increased presentation of
women’s physical dexterity was different than in the past, where women’s labor was little
highlighted or played upon. This newly showcased leg and its mobility, multiplied by the
industrial revolution and women’s entry into the workforce, was part of the inspiration for these
comparisons to machinery as Dadaists created confluence between the two rapidly progressing
parts of society.
Gender as Performance
The similarities between Wood and Taeuber-Arp do not stop at their inclination towards
the applied fine arts. Both were highly expressive performers, especially in the beginning of their
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careers with Wood spending years acting and dancing before studying painting under Duchamp48
and Taeuber-Arp studying dance with Rudolf Laban in Zurich. Performance subtly led them
towards the expressive and bohemian groups of Dada artists who often frequented similar circles
as actors and dancers in the early 20th-century art scene. At the same time, performance also
allowed for removable and morphable identity so they could
subvert or satirize notions of gender, class, and the dreaded
institutionalized artistic academia.
Taeuber-Arp was one of the founding members of
Dada from Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich, which meant she
routinely performed there along with Hugo Ball and Tristan
Tzara. The performances sought to abstract the human form
and language in hopes of universalizing
the human experience.49 This was in
Figure 20 Ball, Hugo. 1916. Swiss
Literary Archives (SLA), Bern.

direct opposition to the European

zeitgeist towards nationalism and the mass categorization and subsequent
militarization of the human body. Taeuber-Arp danced to these
unstructured, musical-poem songs in the outfit shown in Figure 20, an
abstracted suit of long tubes and expressive mask, like the tube arms worn
by Ball in Figure 19. These cylinders restrict movement and simplify the
form, much like Taeuber-Arp’s patterned designs for clothing later on, and
her proposition of the figure as an exaggerated genderless being, removed
48

Figure 19 Taeuber-Arp,
Sophie. 1916-17. Stiftung Hans
Arp und Sophie Taeuber-Arp
e.V., Rolandswerth.
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from all aesthetic conventions of the socially contextualized gaze.50 The costume, made by
Marcel Janco, obscured her personal identity, while her dance was reported by Ball as being,
“full of invention, caprice, fantasy,”. Ball instead calls her dance “at once mysterious, grotesque,
and ecstatic”.51 The grotesque qualities of Taeuber-Arp's dance work against the conventions of
the female body being an object vessel of femininity and perfection.
Taeuber-Arp successfully used dance as a medium of abject abstract convulsion and
awkward human imperfection, juxtaposing it with both the mechanized perfection of the
industrialized machine and conventions of Victorian femininity. Clothing and movement work in
tandem to displace the viewer’s preconceived notions. Performance for her was a duly
subversive affair wherein she could displace both societal and gendered conventions with the
abstraction of the human form itself.
Performing identity also took many forms in Dada, including fictionalized sarcastic
personifications of regressive sensibilities. This was used by Wood in her Dada writing and
presented in the magazine The Blind Man. In the Dada publication, Wood wrote a brief negative
review of the Independent Artists exhibition from the point of view of a Minneapolis “mother of
three”. She writes, “It is only by elevating the soul and keeping the eyes of our young ones filled
with lovely images that we can expect good results from the generation that will follow,” and
with playful nuance, Wood hollows the argument of the artistically conservative opposition.52

50

Natalia Sidlina, Sophie Taeuber-Arp Living Abstraction (New York, N.Y: The Museum of Modern Art, 2021).
S B C, “Da-Da-Da-Dancing,” Chess.com, accessed April 17, 2022, https://www.chess.com/blog/batgirl/da-da-dadancing.
52
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All while performing a version of a maternal Victorian prototype very familiar to her: her
mother.53
In this performance, Wood is not downplaying the feminine in search of abstract
embodiment but rather exaggerates it to a point of absurdity. She uses the first person of the
mother character to play with perspective and identity. She states how she is “a woman who has
done her duty towards the race and experienced life,” referencing the fact that she has raised
three children, which she calls the female “duty”. Then she goes on to plea for a “sane and
beautiful” exhibition and bemoans all modern art movements, including cubism, and futurism.
Wood’s juxtaposition between the character’s prioritization of family “duty” over that of artistic
dissonance and ideological experimentation presents a generational rift between the modernists
and the Victorians that preceded them. This methodology also dissuades women from straying
far from positions of domesticity as it would disrupt a natural social, and even religious, order.
As Wood and Taeuber-Arp have shown in their work, disruption of the visual art medium
is comparable to the disruption of identity and ideology. Body, movement, costuming, and
analogy are all new means for demonstrating deeply personal and socially ingrained truths of
female existence. The tools to demonstrate such all-encompassing oppression fell outside the
codified framework of artistic expression previously used since these issues had not been
investigated within such a popular avant-garde movement.
The Dada art movement, with its avant-garde ideologies and bohemian sensibilities, was
a perfect starting point for these female artists to explore the intricacies of society in their work.
Absurdism was employed to make the abnormal appear normal, and inversely the normal appear

The MIT Press, “Women in Dada,” The MIT Press (The MIT Press), accessed April 17, 2022,
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53

Webster 36

abnormal and positioned the art of the twentieth century in the sphere of societal influence. Not
only was the art traversing gender norms, but it was also being made by women, allowing for the
universalist tenets of the movement to become fully realized.
Conclusion
Through their respective styles and mediums, Taeuber-Arp and Wood transcended the
preordained allotment of work and status seen before them for not just female artists, but New
Women of the twentieth century. Wood’s postmodern ideals of personalized depictions and
subjectivism, along with her Dadaist peers, allowed for the poignantly transgressive art seen
today.
Academic art institutions are now seeing the influence of Taeuber-Arp who after having
only a handful of international retrospectives since her death in 1943 was the subject of a solo
exhibition of her work in 2021. The exhibition Sophie Taeuber-Arp: Living Abstraction started in
the Kunstmuseum Basel before traveling to the Tate and finishing at the MoMA in 2022.54 The
show was a representation of her design over almost all her artistic mediums including
embroidery, stained glass, woodcuts, and even her architectural design work. Her bold
Constructivist design inspired later Modern artists like Ellsworth Kelly and Alexander Calder
who elaborated on the flat potent shapes of her later woodcuts. She was so often an unattributed
influence on so much of Modern twentieth-century art it feels fitting that now she is finally
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getting her due consideration. This comes after years of western museums excavating and
exhibiting often forgotten female and minority artists.
This exhibition also followed the Whitney Museum’s groundbreaking show Making
Knowing: Craft in Art, 1950–2019 which exhibited ceramics, beadwork, and wax sculpture from
contemporary artists creating post-modern narratives out of materiality. One could see the
throughline of transgressive material as inspiration from prolific postmodern artists like Mike
Kelley. The use of both unconventional artistic medium and personal subject matter is present in
Kelley’s More Love Hours Than Can Ever Be Repaid and The Wages of Sin. The large wallmounted collection of stuffed animals
and childhood blankies is a perfect
mixture of both of these ideas
proliferated by female Dada artists in
the early 20 century. The exhibition
th

showed artists interacting with the
Dada ready-made and Taeuber-Arp’s
Figure 21 Kelley, Mike. 1987. More Love Hours Than Can Ever
Be Repaid and The Wages of Sin. Stuffed fabric toys, and afghans
on canvas with dried corn; wax candles on wood and metal base.
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York.

handmade influences to sculpt a
response to the larger societal
narrative.

Now more than ever, personal narrative has permeated both art and culture as media and
society converge in the many digital landscapes that we operate on every day. The beauty of the
Dada movement is its ephemeral and conceptually cannibalistic qualities that allowed non-art
objects to be showcased and pontificated upon. The idea of everyday life and culture having
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artistic merit spurred later movements like Fluxus and Postmodernism, which used new digital
mediums to reflect society onto itself.
Wood’s personal narrative was what her work pronounced from her first drawing
Marriage of a Friend to her diaries during her involvement in Dada. Her proliferation of identity
in her work made her not only Dada, but female as well. Not admonishing or belittling her
experiences as both a woman and an artist, she was able to use the issues facing women in her
own work, issues of love, sex, and archaic Victorian expectations. Her work was not just
transgressive but also liberating in its display of personal subject matter.
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